
INTRODUCTION:
The Savannah River is a workhorse, providing drinking water for millions, 
supporting Georgia’s largest port and supplying critical water for 
countless industrial uses. But, this workhorse has problems—too much 
water is taken out of it and too many pollutants are dumped into it. In 
fact, only two other rivers in the nation carry a greater toxic pollutant 
load than the Savannah, according to a 2014 report by Environment 
Georgia. These pollutants, in tandem with massive water withdrawals for 
electric-generating facilities along the river, are sucking the life out of the 
Savannah, resulting in depleted oxygen levels in the river that threaten 
wildlife. Now, Georgia Power Co. and its utility partners want to add two 
more nuclear reactors to Plant Vogtle that will permanently remove even 
more water from this already stressed river. 

THE RIVER:
Flowing more than 300 miles along the Georgia-South Carolina state 
line, the Savannah River is Georgia’s second largest river basin. At 
the Georgia coast, it supports the fourth largest port in the United 
States. Up river, it is no less important, supplying drinking water for 1.4 
million people, including its namesake city as well as Augusta, among 
other municipalities. Three federal reservoirs above Augusta provide 
recreational opportunities and hydropower for the region. Together 
Clarks Hill, Russell and Hartwell reservoirs attract 17.5 million visitors 
annually. Meanwhile, beneath the river’s surface is a treasure trove 
of biological diversity, including the federally protected Atlantic and 
shortnose sturgeons that spawn in the Savannah. The first river to be 
explored by Georgia’s founders in 1733; 280 years later it remains a 
vital part of the state’s economy and cultural and natural heritage.

THE DIRT:
Healthy rivers depend on enough water to dilute the waste that 
those living and working along it dump into it. Therein lies the rub 
for the Savannah. Water is being pumped out of the Savannah at a 
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rate that results in unhealthy concentrations of pollution and low oxygen levels that stress fish and other river 
fauna and can even impact drinking water supplies downstream. 

One of the biggest consumers of the Savannah River is Plant Vogtle, a nuclear power plant operated by Georgia 
Power Co. and its utility partners Oglethorpe Power, MEAG and Dalton Utilities who are currently building two 
more reactors that will double the amount of water permanently removed from the river. 

Already, Vogtle returns only one-third of what it withdraws for its two existing reactors. Expanding Vogtle could 
result in a loss from all four reactors of 84 million gallons a day (MGD) from the river. That’s enough water to 
provide for 1.1 million Georgia residents daily.

The consequences of pumping this massive amount from the river include lower oxygen levels, further stressing 
the river’s aquatic fauna, higher concentrations of pollutants in the river and the probability of more movement 
of saltwater into the mouth of the river where Savannah residents have already had freshwater drinking sources 
contaminated with salt water.

Yet despite these known problems as well as a federal mandate to address low oxygen levels in the river and 
a pending state study focusing on drought management in the Savannah, Georgia’s Environmental Protection 
Division (EPD) is poised to issue a water withdrawal permit that does not require Vogtle’s operators to initiate any 
effective measures to minimize the facility’s negative impact on the Savannah.

WHAT MUST BE DONE:
To prevent further pollution of the Savannah River, EPD should deny approval 
of Vogtle’s water withdrawal and discharge permits and/or:

• delay issuance until the Savannah River drought management plan and the 
state plan for addressing low dissolved oxygen in the river are finalized.

• significantly reduce the water withdrawal limits and require 
implementation of water-saving cooling technologies such as wet/dry-
hybrid cooling at Plant Vogtle or at other power plants on the river, or close 
other facilities. 

• institute low flow requirements and require proven mitigation measures 
that will increase oxygen levels in the river.  

• require river rehabilitation by reconnecting the artificially removed bends 
between Augusta and Savannah, allowing the river to flow more naturally 
and better handle the negative impacts from large water withdrawals and pollutant discharges.

• determine the Savannah River’s long-term sustainability and conduct climate modeling, since the reactors could 
operate for more than 60 years.

Tonya Bonitatibus, Savannah Riverkeeper, 706-826-8991, info@savannahriverkeeper.org 
Sara Barczak, Southern Alliance for Clean Energy, 912-201-0354, sara@cleanenergy.org 
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